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A home or a wealth generator? 
Inequality, financialisation and 
the Irish housing crisis 
Housing is the basis of stability and security for an individual 
or family. The centre of our social, emotional and sometimes 
economic lives, a home should be a sanctuary; a place to live in 
peace, security and dignity… Housing has been financialised: valued 
as a commodity rather than a human dwelling, it has become, 
for investors, a means to secure and accumulate wealth rather 
than a place to live in dignity, to raise a family and thrive within 
a community… Deprivations of the right to adequate housing are 
not just programme failures or policy challenges but human rights 
violations of the highest order, depriving those affected of the most 
basic human right to dignity, security and life itself.  
UN	Rapporteur	for	the	Right	to	Housing	2017	
1 Austerity refers to the series of budgetary measures implemented by the Irish Government between 2008 and 2014 in response to the 
economic crisis and to bail out of financial institutions which involved cumulative cuts to public spending, social welfare and raising of taxes 
of over €30bn (over 20% of Ireland’s GDP).  
Rory Hearne
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2 Harvey (2005) describes neoliberalism as a process of ‘accumulation by dispossession’. Neoliberalism is about creating ‘unlimited’ market 
opportunities for the private sector within public governance, services and infrastructure through privatisation and commodification of all 
public goods and infrastructure. It is the capture of public services and assets for private investment and wealth accumulation rather than 
distribution to working and middle classes and thus acerbates inequality.
Box 3.1 Ireland’s unequal housing crisis
While there are 1,400 homeless families and 2,500 children in emergency 
accommodation across the country, an additional 5,000 people became millionaires 
in 2016. Over 77,000 households are still in mortgage arrears while the debt of the 
developers that owed billions has been written off by NAMA and the banks. In Dublin, 
there are queues of hundreds of homeless people to get food in nightly soup runs, 
queues trying to get private rental accommodation and queues of a different kind in 
higher income suburbs where families are ‘outbidding each other’ to buy homes. Six 
‘trophy’ houses on one road in Dublin 4 were sold for between €3 and €4 million each 
in 2016. Meanwhile 198,358 homes lie empty in Ireland (about 13% of total housing 
stock). In Cork, there are 269 people homeless, and 21,287 vacant units and in Dublin, 
3,247 people homeless and 35,293 vacant homes. At the same time, housing and 
property have provided a key source of wealth for Ireland’s richest. A quarter of Ireland’s 
wealthiest 100 people amassed their wealth through construction, property and 
building (Sunday Times 2017). 
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Chart 3.1 RTB rent index - Dublin
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Chart 3.2 Percentage change over 12 months for residential property index (%) by type of 
residential property and year (%)

























National - all residential 
properties
Dublin - houses National excluding Dublin 
- all residential properties
Dublin - apartments
67
A home or a wealth generator? Inequality, financialisation and the Irish housing crisis
Chart 3.3. Regular monthly housing costs as percentage of disposable housing income 2016







Chart 3.4 Affordability index for a two-earner household with a 30-year mortgage  
2008-2016 (Dublin)
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Table 3.1 Housing cost overburden: Ireland 2007-2015
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
By median income
Below 60% of median 
equivalised income
12.3 12.2 17.3 23.1 27.3 28 21 27.1 18.2
Above 60% of median 
equivalised income
1.2 1.7 1.6 1.7 2.3 2 1.6 2.2 2
By income quintile
1st Quintile 11.1 14.7 18.6 23.1 25 18.1 23.8 15.6
2nd Quintile 3.5 2.2 3.3 2.9 2.5 3.5 3.7 4.7
3rd Quintile 0.7 0.7 1.1 2.2 1.5 1.3 2 1.9
4th Quintile 0.6 1.1 0.4 0.3 0.8 0.4 0.8 0.4
5th Quintile 0.5 1.1 1.3 1.9 1.7 0 0.9 0.8
By age group and income
Below 60% in the age  
group 25-29 years
13.6 29.4 22.1 37.8 31 47.9 25.6 53.3 34.2
Above 60% in the age group 
25-29 2.8 4.9 4.2 3 4.6 3.5 2.6 5.1 4
By household type
Single person with  
dependent children
7.6 9.6 9.3 10.3 12.8 14.9 11.4 14.2 16.2
Households without  
dependent children
4.4 3.7 4.4 5.7 7.3 7.3 6.2 8 5.1




























Table 3.2 Consistent Poverty Rate (%) by tenure status and year
2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015
Owner-occupied 2.3 2.5 3.4 3.8 5.4 5.6 5.1 4.6
Rented at market rate 2.9 8.3 10.6 6.8 9.9 10.0 10.5 11.3
Rented at below the market  
rate or rent free
16.4 17.9 17.3 21.5 21.0 26.0 23.6 24.9














3 Source as for Table 3.1.
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Table 3.3 Households accessing local authority managed emergency accommodation July 
2014 and December 2016
July 2014 Dec 2016 Change 
Homeless Families 
Dublin     271 1,055 (LP 700)    +784 (289%)
National     585 2,129 +1,544 (264%)
Homeless Children 
Dublin     344 1,239 (LP 822)    +895 (260%)
National     749 2,546 +1,797 (240%)
Homeless Adults 
Dublin  1,551 3,310 +1,759 (113%)
National  2,477 4,875 +2,398 (97%)
Total  3,226 7,421 +4,195 (130%)
Source: Department of Housing (2014); Department of Housing (2016) 








































Source: Drudy and Punch (2005); Housing Agency (2016)
Table 3.5 Cities and counties with the largest housing waiting lists 2016
Area   2013   2016 Change (number)
Dublin City 16,171 19,811   3,640
Fingal   6,020   6,858      838
Kildare   5,454   5,572      118
South Dublin   6,217   5,562     -655
Cork City   6,440   4,440 -2,000
Cork (County)   4,804   4,241    -563
Kerry   4,112   3,897    -215
Galway City   2,471   3,322      851
Total all areas 89,872 91,600   1,728
Source: Housing Agency (2016:7)
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Table 3.6 PDH repossessions
Year Repossession by lender 
2012     602















Table 3.7 Non-bank entities (vulture funds) mortgage stock and arrears
Quarter % Of total mortgage stock 
% Of total mortgage 
value
Arrears over 90 days 
(value)
2013 2 2.5 9,050 (2bn)
2016 6% (5% PDH/8% BTL) 8%
Source: Central Bank (2017)
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Table 3.8 Households affected by severe housing unaffordability and insecurity
Household situation Households
Rent supplement (not on Housing Waiting List)   18,000
HAP   16,000
Housing Waiting List   91,600
RAS   20,000
Mortgage Arrears on PDH Over 90 days   54,269
Direct Provision      4,600
Traveller Homeless      5,000
Domestic Violence Refuge      1,658
Total 211,127
A structural shift in Ireland’s housing system: Decline in  







Table 3.9 Population in ownership tenure status 2007 and 2014
2007 2014 Change
Ireland 78.1 68.6 -9.5
United Kingdom 73.3 64.4 -8.9
Iceland 86.4 78.2 -8.2
Estonia 86.8 81.5 -5.1
Latvia 86 80.9 -5.1
Slovenia 81.3 76.7 -4.6
Euro Area 71.4 66.9 -4.5
Denmark 67.1 63.3 -3.8
Bulgaria 87.6 84.3 -3.3
Luxembourg 74.5 72.5 -2
Austria 59.2 57.2 -2
Spain 80.6 78.8 -1.8
Greece 75.6 74 -1.6
Cyprus 74.1 72.9 -1.2
Belgium 72.9 72 -0.9
Finland 73.6 73.2 -0.4
Source: Eurostat [ilc_lvh02]
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Table 3.10 Owner-occupiers amongst social classes age 35-44 years 1991 and 2011 (%)
35-44 yr olds Professionals Skilled Manual Semi-skilled Unskilled
1991 91 84.8 77.1 64.9
2011 80 71.3 63.8 49
Source: Adapted from NESC (2014)
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3.2 Housing – from social and affordable housing to   
 financialised commodity
















Box 3.2 Non-market and human rights approach to housing
 > Housing treated primarily as a home as a basic necessity– as shelter, a place to stay, 
to feel secure, to build a base, find an identity, participate in community and society
 > Housing as a social good - as a fundamental social requirement like education or 
public health
 > Priority is providing households with access to both decent and affordable housing
 > Use values (Home, shelter, security, community, neighbourhood) prioritised
 > Housing system is de-commodified (aims to shield/protect households from the 
market)
 > Housing as a human and social right for shelter (in the Constitutions and 
legislation): Article 25 of the UN Universal Declaration 1948: ‘Everyone has the right 
to a standard of living adequate for the health and well-being of himself (herself) and his 
(her) family, including food, clothing, housing, medical care and necessary social services’.
‘Adequate housing’ must be affordable, habitable and accessible to disadvantaged 
groups. It should include security of tenure, availability of services, materials, facilities 
and infrastructure. Its location must allow access to employment, health care, schools, 
child care centres and other social facilities (United Nations 1991)
Source: Drudy and Punch (2005)
4 There has been a strong and widespread global trend towards neoliberal policies since the 1980s including increased ‘free markets’, 
competition, deregulation of markets such as financial markets, opening up to international capital flows, and a smaller role for the state, 
achieved through privatisation and limits on the ability of governments to run fiscal deficits (IMF 2016).
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Box 3.3 Market/neoliberal/financialised approach to housing
 > Housing primarily viewed as a market commodity (like cars, televisions etc.) rather 
than a home responding to housing need
 > Housing valued primarily for its exchange value – as an asset rather than a home – 
capital appreciation, return on investment, rental income, wealth generation
 > ‘The market’ is principal provider of housing not the state or government
 > Households and individuals access housing through the market (depends on ability 
to pay (and borrow) rather than need
 > Encourages investment and speculation in housing and land
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Box 3.4 Social housing in Ireland: from direct state provision to 
privatisation and marketisation
1930s-1970s Large direct role of state in 
delivery of social housing, and 
state support for affordable 
home-ownership
18% of total housing stock is 
social housing
1980s Tenant purchase and ‘surrender’ 
grant, 1987 removal of local 
authorities’ ability to borrow and 
build
12.7% of housing stock is social 
housing in 1981
1990s/2000s Shift to reliance on private 
rental (rent supplement), Part V, 
acquisition, PPP
6.9% of housing stock is social 
housing 2002
Households in receipt of rent 
supplement increase from 28,800 
in 1994 to 59,976 in 2003
2008-present Austerity and marketisation 
radically reduce direct social 
housing build, reliance on private 
rental for social housing increases 
further – a third of tenants in 
private rental sector receive state 
support
8% of housing stock is local 
authority housing in 2011
Social housing capital funding cut 
by 88% between 2008 and 2014
Numbers in rent supplement 
96,803 in 2011, 85,735 in 2016 
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3.3 Government policy: financialisation, austerity and   
 privatisation of housing
Financialisation as a strategy for economic recovery: selling off Ireland’s 
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Table 3.11 Assets in real estate funds held in Ireland
Year Value (€m)
2014 Q1   6,940
2014 Q2   7,790










Source: Central Bank (2016)
Box 3.5 A selection of private equity investors and vulture funds 
which bought property loans and assets in Ireland
Equity Fund/
Vulture
Assets purchased Selling body/
agency
Year of purchase
Lone Star At least €5bn of loans 






Kennedy Wilson Bank of Ireland shares, 
distressed loans 






Hines - worth €93.2 
billion




IRES REIT Project Orange –716 
residential units
NAMA 2014








Oaktree - worth €97 
billion and its subsidiary 
Mars Capital
Project Emerald and Project 
Ruby – Par Value €4.7bn
Development of €450 
million worth of offices in 
Docklands







Blackrock- world’s largest 
asset management 
agency
Docklands commercial and 
student housing units
NAMA/CIE 2016
Source: Byrne (2015); NAMA (2016 )
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Household Buyer - First-Time 
Buyer Owner-Occupier










Table 3.12 Buyers of dwellings 2010-2017








  5,194    8,415 16,999    4,941
Total dwelling purchased 23,987  32,508 51,130 13,144
Investors as % of total      21.7      25.9      33.2      37.6
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Box 3.6 Impact of the great Irish sell-off: inequalities resulting 
from post-crash financialisation in Ireland
 > Transfer of wealth to the already wealthy Irish and global 1% e.g. of the top 5 Irish 
billionaires listed in Forbes, one is John Grayken owner of Lone Star
 > Encouragement of housing as an investment – increasing house prices
 > Encouragement of investment in commercial property rather than housing e.g. 
NAMA, REITs. Financialising housing and land according to its highest ‘exchange’ 
value rather than prioritising its most needed social ‘use’ value (i.e. for affordable 
housing).
 > Facilitated land hoarding - waiting for (and contributing to) house prices to rise - 
NAMA sold development land (sites) to investors that had the potential for up to 
20,000 housing units but just 1,100 (5%) of these have been built or are under 
construction. 
 > Worsening housing affordability - raised rents and house prices 
 > Eviction of tenants and home-owners in arrears
 > Mortgage loans and assets being sold at discount (of up to 60% to 70%) to investors 
- while those in mortgage arrears being forced to pay full debt back to banks or new 
owners of debt (e.g. vulture funds)
 > Increased cost to the Irish tax payer through increased rental subsidies required in 
private rental sector (involves massive transfer of wealth to private landlords) 
 > Increasing the power and influence of private equity investors over housing and 
economic policy e.g. in 2015 and 2016 intense lobbying by global funds and real 
estate investors over potential rent regulation and tax changes 
 > Housing crisis as profit opportunity for wealthy property funds; IRES REIT note 
that the ‘deep imbalance between demand and supply in Dublin’s housing market’ 
means their profit outlook is ‘very positive’





Chart 3.6 Social housing completions by sector, 1970-2014
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Table 3.13 Impact of austerity and privatisation on new social house building, 2009-2016
LA AHB Total new social build Acquisitions
Austerity and privatisation 
related reduction in supply 
(‘loss’) of social housing
2009 3,362 2,011 5,373    727           0
2010 1,328    753 2,081    850   3,292
2011    486    745 1,231    325   4,142
2012    363    653 1,016    351   4,357
2013    293     211     504    253   4,869
2014    158     357     515    183   4,858
2015       75     401     476 1,099   4,897
2016    234    418     652 1,200    4,721
Total 31,136










Privatisation and marketisation of social housing: private market is now 









Only a fifth (1,829) 
of the 8,300 new 
social housing 
‘pipeline’ announced 
in February 2017 are 
‘on site’ already. There 
are likely to be less 
than 1,000 new builds 
in 2017 (a third of the 
projected 3,000 figure 
outlined in Rebuilding 
Ireland).
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Chart 3.7 Spectrum of social housing provision forecast, 2016-2021








Table 3.14 ‘New’ social housing supply/social housing ‘solutions’ 2016
National   Dublin City Council
Voids brought into use                      2,100        969
LA New housing build                          234         40
AHB New Housing Build                     418          23
Leasing        719     250
Part V                                                       37      UA
Acquisitions    1,813      155
HAP Tenancies  12,000     640
Total 17,321 2,077
Source: Hearne and McMahon (2016)
Overall,	of	the	planned	134,764	‘new’	social	housing	units,	only	21,000	(15%)	are	set	to	be	
provided	through	non-market	direct	social	housing	provision.















2015 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
HAP RAS Leasing Acquisition Build
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Table 3.15 Social housing projects planned in four Dublin local authority areas
Dublin City Council Dún Laoghaire
South 
Dublin Dublin Fingal Total 
Local Authority 
Units
   560 (283 Rapid build)  268  365 242  1,435
LA Units 
Regeneration
   250    250
AHB Units    745      1     21 223    990
Total 1,555  269  386 465 2,675
Completed 2016      97    54    15    48    214
Started on site 
2016    604 (173 LA, 131 LA Rapid) 156 (LA)      5 238 (106 LA) 1,003
Source: Department of Housing, 2017a


























































































moved	on...	We are starting to see an appetite for risk and investment in residential property in 
Dublin...	We	have	seen	extraordinary	increases in rent for residential properties which has changed 
that appetite... We need to make sure the incentive remains in place to ensure that money is investing 
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Box 3.7 Creating the post-2013 housing crisis and bubble: Irish 
government policies that caused the crisis through financialisation 
of housing that encouraged a speculative investment approach to 
housing
 > NAMA and IBRC selling loans at discount to vultures/international investors/equity 
funds 
 > Austerity reduction in social housing (2008-2015) 
 > Capital gains tax relief to ‘incentivise the purchase of property’ (2011)
 > REIT tax break (2013)
 > Tax reliefs/loopholes to private equity investment funds in property
 > Abolition of windfall tax on sale of development land (2014)
 > Construction sector reduced VAT rate
 > Reduced development levies
 > Halving of the Part V requirement from 20% to 10% of developments (2015) 
 > Increase in tax-free threshold on inheritance from €225,000 to €280,000 (2015)
 > Reduced apartment standard guidelines (2016)
 > Delayed implementation of vacant site tax (and exemptions) (2016)
 > Guaranteed rental increase of 4% per annum and no limit on new and refurbished 
properties (2016)
 > No change to eviction of tenants for sale of private rental property or for family use 
(2013-present) 
 > State-funded infrastructure provision for private development (LIHAF) (2016) 
 > Help-to-Buy scheme (no-cost benefit analysis done) (2016) 
 > Reduction in Central Bank mortgage lending rules allowing increased lending (2016) 
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Table 3.16 Social housing as percentage of total housing stock, seven European countries












Chart 3.8 Annual % change in house prices in Austria and Ireland, 2000-2014
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Ireland Austria
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Chart 3.9 Social housing new builds, Ireland and Austria












































































Box 3.8 Denmark’s ‘Cost-Rental’ social/public housing model
 > Housing organisations are non-profit organisations and rent must reflect the costs 
of provision.
 > Social/public housing accommodates 1 million people in more than 8,500 estates, 
owned by 550 housing associations 
 > Strong tenant role in management – tenant democracy
 > Financed from borrowing from Danish Housing Investment Bank (funded by Danish 
pension funds) 
 > Subsidies given by the state towards construction and parts of the building loans 
are guaranteed by local authorities. 
 > There is no income test – everybody is entitled to social housing 
 > Promote a good social mix – provides housing for the lowest incomes and broader 
income ranges 
 > The local authority has the right to allocate a quarter of available dwellings to those 
on their housing list 
 > Tenants may receive housing allowances depending on their income. 
 > The rents must cover the costs of repaying the loans and maintaining the building. 
 > Social housing is not seen as stigmatised – it is called ‘public housing’ available for 
everyone
Source: Byrne and Norris (2017), Irish Examiner (2014)
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